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“EATEN UP BY ENVY” (Genesis 37:1-11) 

There is a famous story from the fourth century of a debate in hell. Inexperienced demons found 
great difficulty in tempting a famous spiritual Christian who lived an isolated life. They sought to 
snare him with every manner of temptation, but he could not be enticed. After many frustrating 
attempts, these demons returned to Satan and complained that the man was impossible to tempt. 
The devil gave perverse counsel. “Send him a message,” he said, “that his brother has just been 
made bishop of Antioch. Bring him good news.” The demons wondered whether this was wise but 
nevertheless returned and dutifully reported the wonderful news to the hermit. They discovered 
that the moment the hermit Christian heard of the success of his brother he fell into a deep, wicked 
jealousy. 

 
 
In 19th century England it was common to match emotions with colours. Green was matched with 
envy and jealousy. It is thought that green was chosen to reflect envy because green is a colour 
associated with sickness and also green is the colour of many unripe foods that cause stomach 
pains. Shakespeare introduced the phrase “green-eyed jealousy” to denote envy and jealousy, in 
his famous play Othello. 

 
“O beware, my lord, of jealousy; It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock the meat it 
feeds on.” 

 
Envy can strike at any time and in the most unlikely of people. It destroys marriages, careers, 
ministries, and friendships. The green-eyed monster of envy is terrible sin that greatly harms our 
minds and hearts. The wise Solomon warns us that, “A sound heart is the life of the flesh: but envy the 
rottenness of the bones.” (Proverbs 14:30) As Christians we are to cut off envy from our lives and are 
called to walk a different path, “Let us walk honestly, as in the day……not in strife and envying.” (Romans 
13:13) God told us in the Ten Commandments,  “Thou shall not covet.” This prohibition directly 
relates to the deadly sin of envy, as we are instructed to not crave the possessions or attributes of 
others. 
 

ROOTS OF ENVY 
 
James in his little epistle writes in some detail of envy and jealousy. He reveals that the root 
problem of jealousy begins in the heart and is motivated by hellish thoughts, 
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Who is a wise man and endued with knowledge among you? let him shew out of a 
good conversation his works with meekness of wisdom. But if ye have bitter 
envying and strife in your hearts, glory not, and lie not against the truth. This 
wisdom descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, devilish. For where 
envying and strife is, there is confusion and every evil work. (James 3:13-16) 

 
This is a very dark picture by James. The spirit of envy or jealousy flares up first in our heart in 
the centre of our emotions, “But if ye have bitter envying and strife in your hearts…” Someone once 
observed that “At the heart of the problem is a problem of the heart.” Envy is certainly a heart 
problem. James tells us that the source of  “bitter envying” is “earthly, sensual, devilish.” 

The underlying root or premise of envy is the sin of man’s resistance to God’s sovereign 
will. God is sovereign and in His wisdom and providence gives to each what He deems best. 
Ultimately, envy is a sinful attempt to dethrone God. In pride, the envious person rejects God’s 
choice and believes that he or she would make a better choice. This resentment against God and 
will lead to hatred of God and God’s choices in others’ lives.  

Envy too often serves as the motivation for evil acts. This resentment is that you feel you 
are denied something and is also directed against those who have what you want. Piper points out 
“envy is a mingling of a desire for something with the resentment that another is enjoying it and 
you are not.” The Baker’s Evangelical Dictionary picks up these biblical revelations and gives a helpful 
summary definition  of envy as the following:  
 

“Sin of jealousy over the blessings and achievements of others, especially the spiritual 
enjoyment and advance of the kingdom of Christ freely and graciously bestowed upon the 
people of God. Old Testament examples of the sin of jealousy include the rivalry of 
Joseph's brothers over the favor that Joseph received at the hand of God (Gen 37:12-
36 ; Acts 7:9), and Saul’s animosity toward David for his physical and spiritual prowess (1 
Sam 18). Envy inevitably leads to personal harm and debilitation, affecting one’s physical, 
spiritual, and emotional well-being (Job 5:2 ; Prov 14:30). Unchecked, it gradually leads to 
a destructive and remorseful way of life (Prov 27:4), and ultimately, to estrangement from 
God (Rom 1:28-32).” 

 
RESULTS OF ENVY 

 
When envy takes root into our hearts it can easily produce terrible consequences in our lives. James 
warns us, “For where envying and strife is, there is confusion and every evil work.” (James 3:16) It can destroy 
everything and everyone around you. Envy has a number of immediate consequences: 
 

(1) Hurts others. 
(2) Hurts ourselves - will suck all the joy out. 
(3) Removes us as far as possible from the image of Christ. 
(4) Conforms us to the image of the devil. 

 
RACHEL & LEAH – These two sisters married the same man. It led to a civil war with envy 
and bitterness characterising their relationship. Each sister is jealous of the gifts God has given to 
the other. Leah learned that love cannot be manufactured through childbearing. She will have 
seven children but will miss out on what she craves the most – Jacob’s love. Leah may have envied 
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her beauty and popularity with Jacob but deep down Rachel’s heart ached. In spite of Jacob’s great 
love for her, Rachel is desperate for a child. This envious desire became so strong that she cried, 
“Give me children, or else I die.” (Genesis 30:1) The irony is that both women want what the other 
has. Rachel has Jacob yet she wants a son whereas Leah has the son but she wants Jacob.  
 

 
 
JOSEPH & HIS BROTHERS - Another great illustrations of the reality and results of envy was 
found in the story of Joseph and his brothers. Because of their envy towards the favouritism of 
Jacob to Joseph, these half-siblings took out their jealousy on Joseph, “And the patriarchs, moved with 
envy, sold Joseph into Egypt: but God was with him.” (Acts 7: 9) This envy and hatred was the fruit of 
their own sin as Joseph was blameless. 

The envy that led to this terrible betrayal by the brothers backfired. For despite their best 
efforts to destroy him, Joseph eventually became the second most powerful man on the earth. The 
great irony is that the envy and murderous hatred of the older brothers will catalyse the rise of 
Joseph over them. Their greatest fears are about to be realized through their own actions. God 
will use the hatred, rejection, and treachery of Joseph in order to bring about one of His designs. 
No man, devil, or circumstance can ever fight the Sovereign purpose of God and overcome. Bitter 
lessons would be learned by so many that could have been avoided if they had dimply submitted 
to God’s sovereign will in electing Joseph to the place of authority in the home. 
 
MOSES , MIRIAM & AARON – this family were one of the greatest families in Scripture. They 
were a very close knit family. Aaron and Miriam were very close to him. It was Miriam that guarded 
him as a baby in the ark and intervened with Pharaoh’s daughter. Aaron had been loyal to him 
through thick and thin. Yet, even amidst this home tensions arose because of envy. Eventually in 
came to a head in a confrontation in Numbers 12. The two older siblings declared, “And they said, 
Hath the LORD indeed spoken only by Moses? hath he not spoken also by us?” (Numbers 12:2a) They were 
upset because Moses was now more prominent than them and now he had 70 elders who he led 
in that nation. Aaron and Miriam were arguing that it wasn’t fair that since God had spoken 
through them too, they too should have equal authority with Moses. They are basically defying 
God’s choice! 

This is no teenage squabble. These siblings should know better as all were over 80 and had 
seen God work in a mighty way through all of their lives. Both Miriam and Aaron had a very 
special place and standing in their work of God but there came a time when that didn’t satisfy. 
The sin of jealousy arose in their hearts that their little brother was placed in a more prominent 
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role. The Lord witnessed their act of envy and was angered by it. He called Miriam and Aaron to 
stand before Him in judgment (Numbers 12:4). He then warned, 

 
And he said, Hear now my words: If there be a prophet among you, I 
the LORD  will make myself known unto him in a vision, and will speak unto him 
in a dream. My servant Moses is not so, who is faithful in all mine house. With him 
will I speak mouth to mouth, even apparently, and not in dark speeches; and the 
similitude of the LORD  shall he behold: wherefore then were ye not afraid to speak 
against my servant Moses? (Numbers 12:6-8) 

 
In this rebuke, the Lord exposed the real nature of their sin. He made clear that in 
challenging Moses’ authority, they were really challenging the Lord’s authority and choice. God 
taught them both that He was sovereign and it was their job to humbly accept His will for their 
lives. 
 
SAUL & DAVID – Jealousy has a way of destroying a man if it is not checked. David was a 
young, handsome, courageous, and winsome man. To a twisted carnal mind, it was easy to conceive 
him as a threat to the throne. Instead of rejoicing of God’s work through David, thanking God 
for such a valuable general, and learning from his example to provoke himself unto further good 
works, Saul became jealous. Doubtless his conscience smote him also with the words of Samuel 
that God had rejected him as king.  
 

 
 
King Saul let the root of envy eat into his heart over the success and popularity of David. The 
young servant was no longer seen as a trusted companion but a feared competitor. This unchecked 
envy then served as the motivation for evil acts. Saul’s envy bears fruit of hatred and murder as he 
lashed out at David by throwing his spear at him, inciting others to slander David’s character, and 
then later launched an unrelenting campaign of attempting to murder David many times. So 
powerful was this emotion of jealousy that Saul spent the last 10 years of his life consumed with 
trying to kill David.  
 

REMEDY FOR ENVY 
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Envy is not a sin that has to defeat us. There is always a way to deal with sinful temptation for a 
Christian, “There hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man: but God is faithful, who will 
not suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a way to escape, that ye 
may be able to bear it.” (1 Cor. 10:13)  

The Epistle of James gives us some of the solution. Envy is a heart problem and divine 
heart surgery is needed to fix it. We need God to plant in our hearts His wisdom, “But the wisdom 
that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without 
partiality, and without hypocrisy.” (James 3:17) A godly man seeks to live a life characterised without 
envy, “Who is a wise man and endued with knowledge among you? let him shew out of a good conversation his 
works with meekness of wisdom.” (James 3:13) A person full of the wisdom and love of Christ is never 
jealous and rejoices in the blessings of others, “Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; 
charity vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, Doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, is not easily 
provoked, thinketh no evil” (1 Cor. 13: 4-5). If love for Christ fills our lives and if we are satisfied with 
Him then there is no place for envy. This true love can conquer envy. BUT HOW TO FILL 
OUR MINDS WITH THE WISDOM AND LOVE OF GOD? 
 
(1) SATURATE YOUR MIND IN GOD’S WORD – The Psalmist taught that a wholehearted 
study of God’s Word helps us to deal with the temptation to sin, “Wherewithal shall a young man 
cleanse his way? by taking heed thereto according to thy word. With my whole heart have I sought thee: O let me 
not wander from thy commandments. Thy word have I hid in mine heart, that I might not sin against thee.” (Psa. 
119:9-11)  
  

 
 
(2) DRAW FROM THE WELL OF GRACE IN PRAYER – The Lord Jesus commanded us 
to pray, “And lead us not into temptation; but deliver us from evil.” (Luke 11:4) James encourages us to 
come to God and plead for wisdom, “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men 
liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him. But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering. For he that 
wavereth is like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed.” (James 1:5-6) It should be carefully noted 
that the Bible promises that he or she that seeks God’s wisdom for the right motive, “let him ask 
in faith, nothing wavering” will receive it, “and it shall be given him.” The same promise is given in 
Hebrews, “Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy, and find grace to help 
in time of need.” (Hebrews 4:16) The one who truly seeks God’s grace will find it. That is why Daniel 
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set aside 3 times a day in Babylon to pray. He needed God’s wisdom and grace to overcome 
temptation down in Exile.   
 
(3) STOP COMPARING WITH OTHERS – From our first moments of consciousness, we 
tend to compare with what others have. Small children make clear their anger when they see others 
have what they think they deserve. This fleshly tendency is one that has to be resisted. The Lord 
Jesus had to rebuke Peter in John 21 when envy flared up and he compared himself with God’s 
choice for the Apostle John’s life. Christ told Peter, “If I will that he tarry till I come, what is that to thee? 
follow thou me.” (John 21:22) The key to stop comparing is to simply leave the choice to God and 
get on with serving the Lord, “follow thou me.”  
 

 
 
Remind yourself that God has sovereignly chosen your looks, gifts, circumstances and then 
privileged you to call you to serve Him. What He has chosen for others is perfect for them. What 
He has chosen for you is perfect, “follow thou me.” Envy blinds you to your own giftedness and 
uniqueness (cf. Psa. 139:13-16). Our tendency to compare can often come from a sense of 
entitlement. But God doesn’t give us everything – He gives us every good thing! One writer gave 
good advice,  
 

“When you wake up in the morning and notice a feeling of envy inside you towards 
somebody at work, a family member, or somebody, and you say, “This shouldn’t be there. 
What can I do about it?” Here’s what you do you. You get out the Bible, kneel down in 
prayer, and start reading. You look for the biblical promises that explode envy. 

 
(4) SERVE OTHERS – If you start to serve others, you will discover you don’t have time to 
envy them. That is the heart of Jesus (cf. Philippians 2:3-4). Someone once said, “It is hard to 
throw stones when you are busy washing feet!” Jonathan was the heir to the throne of King Saul. 
Yet Jonathan refused to compare himself with David and view him as a rival to the kingdom. 
Instead, Jonathan befriended David, celebrated his friend’s success, risked his life for David, and 
tried to serve David up at every opportunity. Jonathan likely knew what Samuel had prophesied 
about Saul’s kingdom not continuing and he may already have recognized that David was God’s 
choice for the next king (1 Sam. 23:16-18). Saul clearly did. But Jonathan was a valiant man who 
trusted in the power of God (1 Sam. 14:6) and he was content to let God decide the future for 
both David and himself. Jonathan loved this man with an agape love – one that was unselfish, 
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sacrificial and not merely based upon emotion. Such agape love produces active fruits (cf. 1 Cor. 
13:4-7). 

Jonathan had godly emotions whereas his father Saul had only depraved emotions. Saul 
only liked David for what David can do for Saul, whereas Jonathan’s love is truly selfless. When 
David heard of the death of his loyal friend, he was heartbroken, “ I am distressed for thee, my brother 
Jonathan: very pleasant hast thou been unto me: thy love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women.” (2 
Samuel 1:26) This verse especially reveals the deepness of the pain and loss of David. He never 
again would have a friend like Jonathan. The love Jonathan exhibited was greater than the romantic 
love of women, as it was the highest agape affection that is sacrificial, selfless, unconditional, 
heavenly love of Christ.  

Jonathan learned to rejoice in God’s blessing and working in the lives of others, “Rejoice 
with them that do rejoice, and weep with them that weep.” (Romans 12:15) This man showed us all that 
envy and jealousy doesn’t have to control us. We can overcome it. Each day we all have a choice 
to make. Will we let envy consume us or will we out the fleshly impulse down and rise up to serve 
the Lord. You cannot fully follow God’s purpose and focus on other people at the same time. 
Don’t focus on yourself or others. Focus on Christ and His calling for you. Our identity is in Him 
and not what we have or achieve. Start each day by being grateful for what you do have and what 
God has given you. 

 

 
 
 


